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Abstract 
 
In this time of increasing globalization, it is not uncommon to practice counseling in a context with native speakers of multiple 
languages seeking therapy with a practitioner in a shared language that is not their own. Providing therapeutic counseling across 
cultures can be a complicated endeavor.  Sand tray is an expressive therapy, which allows significant non-verbal and pre-verbal 
material to be shared. This can be especially valuable when working in a cross-cultural, or language learner context. The sand 
tray allows the therapist to become a “visitor” to the inner world of the client, and literally see their interpretation of events and 
relationships without the limiting constraints of vocabulary and culture based assumptions. It provides a cultural window for 
insight in assessment and diagnosis and a bridge for the use of therapy techniques within the cultural context.  In this paper, the 
sand tray method is discussed with regards to multicultural communication. The discussion includes a brief history of sand tray 
therapy development, and the sand tray method used. Case study examples of cross-cultural work done in Kosovo illustrate the 
effective use of sand tray as a medium for therapeutic intervention. The possibility of future research in the exploration of sand 
tray therapy as a cross-cultural means of counseling assessment and intervention are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
 
    Sand tray therapy has long been valued as a means for clients to express their inner world by giving it shape and 
symbolism in the sand. This can be especially valuable when working in a cross-cultural context. The sand tray 
allows the therapist to explore an inner world together with the client, and literally see the client’s interpretation of 
events and relationships through symbols and projections in the sand. This paper will discuss the sand tray method. 
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with examples to illustrate the use of sand tray in a cross-cultural context and demonstrate that sand tray is an 
effective way for therapists to engage in emotional healing and diagnostic insight in a multicultural setting 
 
1.1. History of Sand Tray Therapy 
 
Sand tray therapy gives the client the opportunity to symbolically represent their experiences and inner world 
through the placement and interaction of different objects in a dynamic context created in sand. The sand tray 
method was originally created by Margaret Lowenfeld in the 1920’s to use in her London institute in order to “put 
into the child’s hand a means of directly expressing his ideas and emotions, one which would allow of the recording 
of his creations and of abstracting them for study” (Lowenfeld 1979, p.3). Her work was developing at the same 
time as that of Anna Freud and Melanie Klein who believed that play could be used as a replacement for verbal free 
association in psychoanalysis. (Mitchell & Friedman, 1999) Carl Jung analyzed a sand tray created by Lowenfeld 
and later wrote about his own experiences with the healing power of playing with sand and stones in his book, 
Memories, Dreams, Reflections (Jung, 1961).  Erik Erikson also experimented with Lowenfeld’s methods and used 
them in two research studies demonstrating an assessment that he called “dramatic productions test” (Homburger, 
1938) in which he described the emergence of memories and experience that were non-verbal, such as trauma 
memories.    
Sand tray is an expressive art. Sand and miniatures can be used for a number of theoretical techniques and 
theoretical orientations. The use of the sand tray methods for work across cultures has been done since the early 
days of sand tray therapy development.  Charlotte Bertha Bühler, a student of Lowenfeld’s used sand tray methods 
to do research with children from five different countries, in order to examine cultural differences in projective 
patterns (Bühler, 1952). Currently, sand tray therapists can be found around the world representing a significant 
number of cultures and contexts including: 
 
x China-children with Asperger syndrome (Cao, Shan, Xu, & Xu, 2013); 
x Tehran-Grieving youth (Roubenzadeh, Abedin, & Heidari, 2012); 
x South Africa-Support of child with AIDs despite a language barrier (Ferreira, Eloff, Kukard, & Driegler 
2014); 
x Sweden-A study of sand tray techniques used with Swedish Children from 1945-1960 (Nelson, 2011); 
x Canada- Sand tray as a research method evaluating a child’s experience (Linzmayer, Halpenny, 2013). 
 
Sand tray therapy is widely used in Japan where it is called ‘Hakoniwa’ and is considered a major 
psychotherapeutic approach (Enns & Casai, 1993). It provides a non-verbal method to circumvent or complement 
verbal approaches. “Because Sand Play is one of the few therapeutic techniques in which language skills are not 
essential in evoking healing energies, it is distinctly suited for use with multi-cultural populations (Mitchel & 
Friedman, 2002, p. 120).” 
When language or cultural experience limits understanding between a client and their therapist, creating a world 
in the sand can construct a powerful medium for connection, exploration and understanding with limited vocabulary. 
As globalization continues to increase the diversity and opportunities in cross-cultural counseling, the use of sand 
tray methods can provide a means for increased understanding in the counseling context. In this paper I will use my 
own experience in the Republic of Kosovo where I have practiced counseling since 2010. Based on my experience, 
sand tray therapy is effective for client assessment, intake, and treatment, especially in the processing of trauma. 
 
2. Method 
 
   The clients in the following case studies are ethnic Albanians and come from all levels of education and economic 
backgrounds. The directions were given at a B1 level of Albanian on the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFRL) scale, or given in English. Specific information pertaining to the client is not 
disclosed in this paper in order to protect client privacy. 
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   The clients experienced a sand tray therapy session in four stages,  (adapted from Sandplay-Worldplay by 
DeDomenico, 1999) based on a building process that was adapted for use in cross-cultural therapy. The four stages 
are: 
 
x Building phase 
x Bonding stage 
x Being stage 
x Title/message of this world 
 
2.1 Building phase 
  
In this phase the client is invited to explore their inner world of thoughts, feelings, self-identity, memories and 
hesitations.  The client is directed to put their inner experience outside into the sand, where it can be seen and 
understood. It is important to emphasize safety in the counseling room, and especially the safety of what is created 
in the sand. Although a treatment topic may be suggested, the client is given no direction in their selection of figures 
or their decisions about how the tray may display their inner world.  
 
2.2 Bonding stage 
 
This stage requires the client to bond with the figures in the tray in such a way that they have a clear 
identification of the inner projection the figure embodies and what it represents. This is done through experiencing 
the world through that figure and describing awareness from the perspective of that figure. It is not uncommon for 
the figure to begin as one person, or to begin as an object in the clients mind on a surface level. Later, they may 
change the way they identify the figure in the world as they fully bond it to an object in their subconscious 
projection.  
 
2.3 Being Stage 
 
Once Bonding has happened, the client and the therapist can work with the inner world of the client in the here 
and now. In the Being stage, different theoretical techniques can be applied in order to bring insight and healing. 
The figures might talk to each other, demonstrate alliances, problem solve, comfort one who has been left out, or 
experience the world in such a way as to process unexpressed emotion. When a client knows what the figures 
represent, and has a sense of what roles each figure plays in the inner world, the path of healing can be understood 
by Being fully present in that world. 
 
2.4 Title/Message of the World 
 
In the final stage, the client is invited to name the world. This gives them an opportunity to process and 
summarize its meaning for quick mental reference later. They are than asked what message this world had to tell 
them. These messages are usually an interpretation that can become a treatment goal. 
 
3. Cases studies 
 
     After an initial intake interview for the first session, the second counseling session is an introductory session in 
which a client can make a tray to show life from the inside, and the reason for seeking therapy at this time. This 
information allows the counselor to gather additional information in order to make a more comprehensive treatment 
plan. Worldview, treatment priorities, challenges, strengths, and inner conflicts are often revealed in this intake tray. 
From a therapist perspective, it is a window that allows visual access into the client’s inner world. 
Case studies one and two describe trays containing symbols or themes identified at the time of the intake interview. 
These themes were developed in more depth in subsequent sessions, and often referenced by the client later in the 
therapy.  
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    The third case is that of a young adult client who was working in the sand tray for several months after a suicide 
attempt.  It was the client’s first disclosure of childhood sexual abuse. This kind of sand tray is like a bridge from the 
world of the client into the therapeutic training and experience of the therapist.   
    Although it is possible for the therapist to interpret subconscious messages in the sand trays, it is advised to let 
clients interpret their own sand tray when they are ready to do so (Kalff, 1980), especially when working in a cross-
cultural context. If something is important to the healing of the client, it will come up again until it is resolved. If a 
counselor chooses to share an interpretation with a client, it is important that it is done for the sake of the client, and 
not for the sake of the therapist (Homeyer & Sweeney, 2011). 
 
3.1 Intake tray. Case #1, “Mystery” 
 
     The client presented with a history of suicidal ideation and depression. In the beginning of the session, the client 
was very intent on beginning to build the world with a large snake. The snake was placed first, followed by a fence, 
separating it from the rest of the world. That fence was additionally protected by a large stone, which the client 
labeled “emotional coldness”. The fence and ditch made by the stone was identified as the most powerful figure in 
the tray. On the other side of the sand tray was a pot full of beans, representing peace and contentment.  There were 
two very small struggling figures placed in the sand in between. “These are my happy emotions. They are confused 
and spinning. They are buried. They are in a current that is pulling them down.  The current is caused by this one 
(pointing to the snake).” The client had been abusing substances and was unable to identify emotions. As a result of 
this introductory sand tray, the client began to see the importance of the identification and expression of emotions 
and became motivated to work on that as part of the treatment goal.  
 
3.2 Intake tray. Case #2, “Masks” 
 
 This client presented as depressed and complained of getting severe headaches at school. Although the client had 
very good grades in school, both school attendance and grades have recently fallen. The client demonstrates a high 
intelligence and was comfortable in the world of ideas but reports discomfort with emotion and has been 
experimenting with drugs and alcohol to “feel” something with friends. The client began by digging a hole in the 
middle of the sand tray and sweeping a large circle around the hole. A wooden alphabet figure “X” was placed at the 
bottom of the hole in the centre of the circle. A wizard and a figure of an embracing couple were placed midway up 
the sides of the hole. A sheep was also placed on the side of the hole. At the far edge of the tray, a female figure 
with a hole in her head and no hair was placed next to a block with an infinity symbol on it. The final figure placed 
was an octopus that was perched on the sand tray ledge, but was not placed in the tray.  
The client identified the “X” in the middle as the unknown, representing both emotions and thoughts that were 
deep inside and represented true self. The wizard represented knowledge and the couple represented the feelings of 
being loved. The girl on the edge represented the public face that was used for the octopus to see. The octopus 
represented the public; people at school, and on the streets that are always prying and trying to find out information. 
The girl on the edge was named Mask, and she could show the octopus the infinity sign, but nothing else. The most 
free and powerful figure was the sheep, because it could wander at will between all of the figures and didn’t care 
what anyone thought of it. The agreed treatment plan included the connection of emotion to thoughts in order to 
achieve authentic action. 
 
3.3 Case Study #3 “Growing up” 
 
    The young adult client began the sand tray by telling a story in the sand about something that happened in 
childhood. The client showed me a scene where other children were bullying one figure, and included one encounter 
that included sexual abuse. The client then lined up 5 different figures, and buried the last one. This is a presenting 
world that indicates Erikson’s developmental stage of Industry vs. Inferiority (DeDemonico, 1999). The client told 
me how each character represented different pieces of self, but the buried one was the one that was wounded as a 
result of bullying. One of the self-figures, which had been identified as the most powerful and wise, was selected to 
try to help the one who was buried. I asked what the buried one needed to hear, and directed the client to play out a 
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conversation with the wounded figure and the wise figure. As the client continued to experience the wounded part 
and speak comfort and hope, the wounded one came out of the sand. It was a figure within a plastic box. “Now I can 
be free”, the client stated. The client then replaced the boxed figure with a similar, larger figure that was not in a 
box. As we explored the role of that figure in the world, a strong statement of hope emerged when the client said, “I 
want to help others who are hiding and hurting like I was. I want to tell them that it’s ok to stop hiding, and help 
them to know that they are ok.” The result of this therapy session was a significant shift in the client’s sense of 
purpose and confidence, and we were able to move toward termination. 
 
4. Future Research 
 
 There are many possibilities for research in cross-cultural counseling and sand tray therapy because of the need 
to counsel, diagnose and assess populations which lack materials in their native tongue.  Future possibilities for 
research lie in the identification of linguistic ability and training standards required for effective communication 
with clients cross-culturally in sand tray therapy. Sand tray has been used to identify Piaget’s stages of cognitive 
development (Mitchel & Friedman (2002), and Erikson stages of psychosocial development (DeDemonico, 1999) 
and it could be researched to demonstrate the measurement of these stages across cultures and in second language 
contexts. It would also be helpful to investigate Loevinger’s stages of ego development (Loevinger, 1987) using 
sand tray for assessment. This kind of developmental information would allow a means to conduct a comparison and 
contrast of collectivist cultures with individualist cultures of the World.  
An additional area of study is in the development of native materials for sand tray, and identifying the essentials 
needed to use sand tray in places where small toys and figures are not readily available and must be replaced with 
rocks and pieces of wood.  
 
5. Conclusion 
 
As our world becomes smaller, communication between cultures becomes increasingly important. Sand tray 
therapy is an effective method for cross-cultural counseling because it provides a window to see into the culture and 
experience of another person. If it is practiced with care and respect it may become a means to convey knowledge 
and healing across a bridge of understanding created by figures and symbols in the sand.  
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